TRANSFORMING THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE FAMILY: NEW DIRECTIONS FOR TEACHING AND TEXTS MAXINE BACA ZINN
The University of Michigan-Flint The survey course in the family is one of the most popular sociology offerings. Unfortunately, the content of many of these courses and of most family sociology textbooks does not reflect the reality of the diverse family and household forms in American society, the societal forces that affect families and family members so strongly, the scholarship by social historians that demythologizes the families of the past, and the recent feminist scholarship that shows how life in families is experienced differentially according to gender. In short, many undergraduate students taking the family course are removed from the most scholarly developments in the field, the structural influences on families, the variation in families by class, race, and gender, and even the sociological perspective.
This paper examines the current state of family sociology and the problems in teaching this subject, and presents alternatives to the traditional presentations of the family.
THE FAMILY AS PRESENTED IN COURSES AND TEXTS
In a review essay, Miller and Klein (1981) note that the courses and texts for courses on the family differ on several dimensions. The texts and courses were found to be a) either theoretical or applied; b) either aimed at the marriage and family course or at the marriage course only; c) either sociological or psychological; d) either historical/cross-cultural or provincial contemporary American; and e) either research-based or anecdotal. On the basis of these differences, (Andersen 1987) . "Curriculum integration" can have a profound effect on teaching; it compels us to examine family textbooks carefully. Because of these developments, the textbook is no longer "just a more or less adequate distiller of core knowledge and theories but a vehicle through which the theoretical, ideological and epistemological orientations as well as fundamental concepts of educational pedagogy are expressed (and legitimized) and through which (Pollis 1987, p. 209) .
FAMILY TEXTS AND THEIR SHORTCOMINGS
The types of texts described above reflect the different markets in which these books compete for adoption. Despite their differences, however, they share several shortcomings. First, each lacks for the most part a conceptual or theoretical orientation that unifies the text as a whole. In most texts, interesting topics are considered but students are often given little else than unrelated facts or titillating anecdotes. Without a structure of ideas or a framework for thinking about the family, students often complete the survey course unable to understand the importance of social factors in explaining the behavior of individuals and families. Moreover, they are unable to apply sociological explanations and insights to new issues and situations as they arise. Yet social life is coherent, and a course dealing with any social organization, including the family, must have a consistent framework within which to view, understand, and interpret social life.
A second shortcoming is the monolithic presentation of family life. The "typical" image, as transmitted through children's books, schools, radio, television, movies, newspapers, and politicians' speeches, is that of a white, middle-class, monogamous fatherat-work/mother-and-children-at-home family living in a suburban one-family house.
Unfortunately, this image is also embedded in college textbooks and courses aimed at understanding the family. Many contemporary texts transcend false universalism-the incorrect generalization that all people experience the family in the same way-but they, too, are often guilty of family descriptions and explanations filtered through white, middle-class perspectives and interests. Greenwood and Cassidy (1986), in their review of 13 textbooks on marriage and family, note that few of the texts included much material on racial/ethnic or social class variations.
They found that diversity in families by race or class was omitted, noted only through photographs, or most rarely, described in a separate chapter (p. 297). Even when the presentation is neither white nor middle class, poor families or black families typically are discussed in separate chapters and tend to be treated as deviations from standard family forms. The inclusion of family patterns outside the middle class may be preferable to omission, but standard explanations that rest on the values and the distinctive socialization of those outside the middle class only serve to perpetuate erroneous images of the family.
Feminist approaches to the family have challenged standard descriptions and explanations of women's place in the family and of the relationship among gender, family, and society in different historical periods. Increasingly, marriage and family texts take into account feminist contributions to the family literature. Even so, bringing the new scholarship on gender into the family curriculum is not enough to provide a pluralistic view of family life.
ALTERNATIVES TO TRADITIONAL REPRESENTATIONS OF THE FAMILY
Although we recognize that there is no single right way to organize a successful course or textbook on the sociology of the family, several elements should be incorporated to create a course that reflects the best sociology. In our view, such a course should include at least the following.
First and foremost, the basic premise is that family patterns are significant subjects of inquiry and that they are related in complex ways to social forces outside the family. We are wary of the recent criticism that feminist sociology emphasizes the macrosocietal constraints and the molding effects of social structure at the expense of micro-level perspectives (Chodorow and Thore 1987 Second, by asking how families and their members are related to the larger world, we can begin to unravel false generalizations and to reveal that in Margaret Andersen's (1987) words, what is taken to be timeless, excellent, representative, or objective is embedded within patriarchal, white, middle-class assumptions about culture and society (p. 239).
Barrie Thore (1987) makes a similar point in showing how the experiences and interests of the privileged have shaped choices of topics, conceptual frameworks, and methods of study (p. 85) . Consequently, by bringing knowledge back within the experiences of women, minorities, and those outside the middle class and by systematically examining their varied and unequal connections with society's institutions, family sociologists can unmask the invisible patterns that guide the curriculum and can raise questions that require us to take a comprehensive and critical look at the field.
Third, a fully integrated study of the family requires "a critical perspective on prevalent ways of thinking about the family" (Thorne 1982, p. 8). We must examine the ideals and images, the myths and assumptions that exist both in the popular mind and in sociological conceptions of family life. The effort to transform students' thinking about the family requires that the family be demythologized by examining the following predominant myths (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1987, pp. 1-8):
1. The myth of the stable and harmonious family of the past.
2. The myth of separate worlds of work and family.
3. The myth of the monolithic family form. 4. The myth of an undifferentiated family experience.
5. The myth of family consensus. We can show that where the isolated nuclear family does exist, it has positive consequences for our economic system but can be quite negative for individuals. The economic system benefits when employers are able to move individuals from place to place without great disruption, and when they do not have to worry about satisfying the workers' emotional needs. The system also benefits when the family is seen as a cultural refuge, because the larger society is left unchallenged. Because families have sole responsibility for maintaining a private refuge from an impersonal society and for providing personal fulfillment, the consequences for individuals can be negative; the demands are often too great. Families alone cannot meet all the emotional needs of their members, although their members try to fulfill these needs through consumerism, "the joy of sex," and child-centered activities.
Thus the critical examination of the family is an important aspect of this approach. We should ask such questions as "How do families really work?" Who benefits under the existing arrangements and who does not?" This critical position is based on the assumption that the social world is human-made and therefore not sacred. Thus a keen sociological TRANSFORMING THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE FAMILY analysis demystifies and demythologizes social life by ferreting out the existing myths, stereotypes, and dogmas. A critical position does not mean that families are incapable of being warm and loving places for humans.
They can be, and sometimes they are, but for all of us family is characterized by duality, ambivalence, and conditions that may preclude the ideal of happiness for many people.
Finally, family sociology must integrate class, race, and gender into the analysis. A structural analysis of racial and class variations avoids the simple assumption that cultural family norms are static traits passed down from generation to generation. It avoids "blaming the victims" for traits that differ from those of mainstream families.
By probing the effects of macrostructural conditions on families throughout society, we are forced to examine structures of social inequality. This approach integrates class and race into the study of the family. Thus class and race are not merely descriptive variables but theoretical categories that explain family shape and process by devoting specific attention to the relationship between stratification systems and patterns of family living.
In addition, material on class, race, and gender should be visible throughout the course in relation to the "standard" family topics, rather than in segregated areas of the curriculum. Family members, whatever their gender, race, or class, must earn a living and must deal with matters of intimacy, marital power, marital conflict, childbearing, child rearing, divorce, and other family processes that occur over the life cycle.
The sociology of the family has been Every sociology course includes the primary goal of instilling the sociological perspective in the students' analytical repertoires. The course on the sociology of family is an ideal setting in which students can engage in the critical analysis of social arrangements, demythologize and demystify social life, and come to understand the social sources of human behavior. This goal will not be achieved, however, unless the teachers and the textbooks in family sociology include the revisionist research by social historians and feminists, explain how families are related to the other institutions of society, and show how the major systems of stratificationclass, race, and gender-affect families and family members differentially. 
